Quick-drying sterile cabinet for culture plates' P. N. EDMUNDS From the Bacteriology Department, Fife District Laboratory, Kirkcaldy.
One of the most time-consuming processes in a busy bacteriology laboratory is the drying of agar culture plates after they are poured. This is usually done in ordinary incubators or ovens and a large load may take up to two hours to dry. I therefore tried drying plates in an oven equipped with a circulating fan, and with air ducts to allow dilution with fresh air (Gallenkamp OV 150 BS size 3). This speeded up drying enormously, but caused an unacceptable level of aerial contamination of the plates. Ultraviolet bactericidal units (Hianovia 06029 model 11 with 12-in. tubes) were therefore fitted to the back of the oven ( Fig. 1 ) and a marked reduction in contamination was thereby achieved (Table I) .
Only small loads could be dried satisfactorily in this oven and some plates were found at first inspection to be not completely dry and had to be replaced in the oven for a few minutes. This of course slowed up the process and increased the risk of contamination. Also, drips of condensate from the agar surface fouled the shelves, which had to be cleaned frequently.
A new cabinet (Figs. 2-3) was therefore designed with much larger air intakes and outlets and with longer UV tubes (Hanovia 06031, model 12, . This allowed the shelves to be spaced far enough apart to minimize shadowing of air by the load or shelves. Air is admitted to the underfloor space via 11 Ii-in. holes in the rear wall, and thence to the chamber by 36 i-in. holes in the floor. Immediately above these holes are three 500-watt elements which heat the incoming air. They are controlled by an adjustable thermostat and by an over-temperature cut-out. Additional air is also admitted through two 1i-in. tubes beside the UV tubes. The air exits are six li-in. holes in the roof. A microswitch, operated by the door, is fitted to the UV transformer circuits so that both units are switched off by opening the door and on by closing it. A plate glass window is let into the door so that the UV tubes can be seen to be working. The 24-in. tubes. The minimum time necessary for drying a normal load was first determined. Natural atmospheric contamination was used and plates exposed with and without UV radiation under the same conditions. To ensure reproducibility, each experiment was repeated three times.
In the case of the Gallenkamp oven four shelves were used, with a load of 40 plates (Fig. 1 ). This load was dried at the temperature and time selected, with UV tubes off. The fan was off during loading but was turned on two min or 10 min after loading. At the end of the drying period, the fan was switched off, the shelves were removed one by one and the plates inspected. Wet In testing the special LTE cabinet, which had five shelves, a full load of 120 plates was used. The technique otherwise was similar apart from the time of drying, which was much quicker, one minute being allowed before the fan was turned on, and 10 min with the fan on. Nutrient agar was used in these tests but blood agar and other types of culture media can be dried without damage. Table I shows that a marked reduction in contamination was effected by using UV radiation in the Gallenkamp oven. After subtracting the number of colonies estimated to be due to the pouring process (ie, filter paper control or F.P.C. level) a 67 5% reduction at 35'C, and a 100% reduction at 45'C and 55'C were found. Plates dried in the incubator at 35'C showed a level of contamination intermediate between the ultraviolet radiation-dried plates and those dried in the oven without ultraviolet radiation. At 55'C, incubator contamination was similar to that in the oven without ultraviolet radiation.
The temperature range chosen for testing the special Laboratory and Thermal Equipment cabinet (38-48'C) proved to be satisfactory both for speed of drying and for prevention of contamination, so other temperatures were not employed. Table II gives the results with this cabinet. After subtracting the filter paper control colonies, 96 colonies on the 359 plates dried without ultraviolet radiation were reduced to nine colonies on the 360 ultraviolet radiation plates, a reduction of 90-7% in drying contamination. 
